Cross-sectional and longitudinal changes in total and high-density-lipoprotein cholesterol levels over a 20-year period in elderly men: the Honolulu Heart Program.
The purpose of this report is to describe levels of total cholesterol and high-density-lipoprotein cholesterol (HDL-C) in a group of elderly men and to compare these levels to those that were observed 20 years earlier. From 1965-1968, the Honolulu Heart Program began following 8006 men of Japanese ancestry living on the island of Oahu, Hawaii, in a prospective study of coronary heart disease and stroke. This report presents data for 971 men who participated in a separate fasting study of lipids and lipoproteins that first occurred from 1970-1972 and in those who received repeat examinations 10 and 20 years later. Men were aged 71-93 years at the last examination. Over the 20-year period, total cholesterol declined by 1.6-1.8 mg/dL per year (P < 0.001), from average baseline values of 219-222 mg/dL. Levels of HDL-C rose 0.2-0.3 mg/dL per year (P < 0.001), from average baseline values of 44-46 mg/dL. After adjustment for baseline cholesterol levels, men with prevalent coronary heart disease at the end of the 20-year follow-up experienced significantly greater reductions in total cholesterol levels than men without disease (P < 0.001). Men who developed coronary heart disease within the first 10 years of follow-up had the greatest yearly decline in total cholesterol (1.9 mg/dL), followed by men who developed heart disease later (1.8 mg/dL) and men who remained disease free (1.5 mg/dL). Differences between men with recent and earlier disease were not statistically significant, although men without coronary disease experienced a significantly smaller decrease in total cholesterol than either of these groups (P < 0.05). Changes in total cholesterol and HDL-C levels with advancing age may be part of a natural aging process. Some changes, however, such as large reductions in total cholesterol, may signal occult disease or declines in overall health. Selective survival may contribute to these findings since improvements in lipid and lipoprotein levels that are beneficial in younger ages were common in this long-lived cohort of men.